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Prosocial Learning Environment

One of the greatest benefits for children experiencing high-quality early 
education with other children is that he or she has the opportunity to develop 
his or her social skills. It is well known that children who can make and keep 
friends with adults and with other children are more likely to be successful in 
school and in life (Ladd, 2005). High-quality early learning environments offer 
ongoing opportunities and supports for ALL children to develop appropriate 
“prosocial” skills. 

What are “prosocial” skills?

The behaviors that we want children to exhibit – such as sharing and helping – 
are often called “prosocial” behaviors. Our ideas about what these behaviors 
look like are influenced by our own cultural beliefs and our knowledge of child 
development. Teachers, administrators, families and other adults working with 
young children often find it much easier to describe the behaviors that they DO 
NOT want to see children exhibiting. It is more effective to identify and describe 
the behaviors that they DO want children to use when interacting with others.

In general, we would like young children to learn to:

	•	 �Be respectful of themselves and others

	•	 �Work and play alone and in groups

	•	 �Solve conflicts using words

	•	 �Express strong emotions in acceptable ways

	•	 �Make decisions ethically and intelligently
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In order to exhibit these prosocial skills, young children need to develop the 
following abilities as outlined in Foundations: Early Learning Standards for 
North Carolina Preschoolers (2004, NCDPI) and the North Carolina Kindergarten 
Standard Course of Study.

Children start out developing prosocial behaviors by developing a “sense of self.” 
They begin to:

	 •	 �Show self-confidence, persistence, self-direction

	 •	 �Regulate, recognize, and express emotions

	 •	 �Enjoy playing alone and with others

	 •	 �Cope with change and adversity

	 •	 �Express and manage anger appropriately

	 •	 �Use pretend play

	 •	 �Distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate behavior

As children grow and learn, they develop a “sense of others.” They begin to:

	 •	 �Approach others easily and show comfort in interactions

	 •	 �Seek out others for help

	 •	 �Develop awareness of personal behavior

	 •	 �Work to resolve conflicts

	 •	 �Show interest in others; responding to their feelings, recognizing 
and respecting similarities and differences

	 •	 �Follow social rules, routines, and daily schedules

Promoting Prosocial Behaviors

Indoor and Outdoor Learning Environments

	 •	 �Attend to placement of well-defined centers and traffic patterns

	 •	 �Offer multiples of popular materials and toys

	 •	 �Ensure predictable routines and smooth transitions with little waiting time

	 •	 �Place “sign-up” sheets in centers and a picture schedule that children 
can follow

	 •	 �Provide quiet and active areas and activities throughout the day

	 •	 �Adapt activities and give opportunities for choice

	 •	 �Help children define personal space and provide a safe, observable place 
where a child can be alone when needed

	 •	 �Display books, pictures, and posters about feelings and problem solving

	 •	 �Provide settings, materials, and activities that promote interaction 
and cooperation

	 •	 �Provide both sunny and shady areas in the outdoor learning enviroment

Adults

	 •	 �Have appropriate expectations, clear limits, logical consequences

	 •	 �Communicate these expectations in multiple, clear ways. Tell and show child-
ren what you WANT them to do, not always what you don’t want them to do

	 •	 �Offer opportunities for children to practice prosocial behaviors

	 •	 �Acknowledge when they do behave 

Appropriately in a genuine manner, using descriptive language 

	 •	 �Develop partnerships between the child’s family members and teachers

	 •	 �Discuss family and school behavioral expectations

	 •	 �Know what “pushes our buttons” and ask for help

	 •	 �Remain calm, avoid blame, and try to understand the child’s perspective

	 •	 �Teach/model appropriate behaviors, words, social skills/rules:

	 	 	 –  �Reflect on what children are doing 

			   –  �Label their feelings

	 	 	 –  �Ask open ended, action questions; give suggestions

	 	 	 –  �Encourage children to make classroom rules, e.g., “use walking feet;” 
“be a friend”

			   –  �Have real conversations with children – show that you really care 
about them

	 •	 �Offer adequate opportunities for outside play to diffuse energy

For the children

	 •	 �Discover and use their interests, learning styles, temperaments

	 •	 �Know their developmental abilities and build on these

	 •	 �Examine their physiological needs: fatigue, hunger, allergies,  
and need for movement

	 •	 �Help them to learn to self-regulate

	 •	 �Teach them to express themselves, especially their strong feelings using 
words or other communication systems. You may have to actually give 
them the appropriate words, phrases, and behaviors to communicate 
their emotions and ask for what they need.

	 •	 �Make social story books where the children talk about helping, being 
friends with one another, and solving problems 

When adults have used environmental and positive behavior supports for at least 
three months and a young child continues to display particularly challenging 
behaviors, parents and professionals should work together to make appropriate 
referrals to specialists such as the Exceptional Children’s program within a local 
education agency.
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